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TOPICS IN ETHICS: PHILOSOPHY OF SEX 
PHIL 389-01 
Fall, 2014 
T/TH 1:00-2:15 
Cintas 204 
Prof. Michael Sweeney 
sweeney@xavier.edu 
Hinkle 205 
 
Office hours 
 T/Th 9:30-10:00 
 W 9:30-11:30 
 Also by appointment and by chance 
 
THIS COURSE IS AN E/RS ELECTIVE: 
 
Ethical: The central question of the course is whether (human) nature is a standard for sexual 
behavior.  If so, what is the standard?  If not, what replaces nature as an ethical standard?   
Socially significant: For each of the philosophers, the question is raised how human sexuality 
becomes political and ethically institutionalized.   
Religious: The course examines the effect of Christianity on the philosophical understanding of 
the relation between nature and sex and the relation between marriage and sex, particularly in the 
philosophy of Thomas Aquinas. 
Critical discussion: The course is organized around the fundamental debate concerning whether 
human nature provides a moral standard for the distinction between good and evil in human 
sexuality.  
WARNING: Everyone is certain to find some of the readings, and hence some parts of this 
course, deeply disturbing.  This pain is neither gratuitous nor sadistic but necessary according to 
the nature of philosophy, which calls all perspectives into question, including the first principles 
of competing claims about the nature of human sexuality.  Both the position that there is a 
natural purpose to human sexuality and the position that there is not a natural purpose to human 
sexuality will be considered.  Views similar to the Catholic understanding of sexuality and views 
strongly opposed to it will be argued by various philosophers.  The final arbiter is your own 
reasoned, i.e. philosophical, examination of the readings and their arguments.  This course is in 
no way confessional; never will it be necessary to talk about one’s own sexual experience, 
inclinations, etc.  The course is focused on the arguments of the philosophers. 
 
I. Description: The course will focus on whether there is a natural purpose or teleology to 
human sexuality, and, if so, what it is.  Is there a natural hierarchy of goods to be 
gained from human sexuality, or are all pleasures from human sexuality equal?  The 
course will be divided into two parts: a naturally teleological view of sexuality in 
Plato, Aristotle and Aquinas; a non-teleological view of human sexuality in Freud and 
Foucault; the non-teleological view will be introduced by passages from Descartes 
and Hobbes.   
  
II.  Requirements 
A. Exams 
1. Midterm (tentatively Thursday, October 16th): 30%; three essays; study 
questions provided in advance. 
2. Final (unchangeably Thursday, December 18, 10-30-12:30): 30%; four essays; 
study questions provided in advance. 
 
B. Paper (tentatively Thursday, November 25th): 30%: 10 pages; submitted by hard 
copy and electronically to turnitin.com 
1. The paper must include the following five parts. 
a) State the conclusion reached on the natural purpose of human sexuality in 
the assigned readings for Plato, Aristotle, or Aquinas (one only).  This 
takes the place of any other introduction. 
b) Explain the arguments by which the philosopher arrived at that 
conclusion. 
c) State the strengths of the position and critique it based on assigned 
readings from Descartes, Hobbes, and, most importantly, Freud. 
d) Explain how the philosopher from the first part (Plato, Aristotle, or 
Aquinas—one only) would reply to those objections. 
e) Based on whether you think the replies (from the fourth part) are adequate, 
determine whether the position is true or false. 
 
2. Other guidelines for the paper 
a) Format 
i) Title page (not included in numbering) 
ii) Number all pages. 
iii) One inch margins. 
b) Stylistic rules 
i) A paragraph should have at least five interrelated sentences. 
ii) Correct grammar and punctuation are necessary to communicate 
clearly your thought. 
iii) Avoid contractions, slang, and use of the slash. 
c) Quotations 
i) You must use passages from the author’s writing to support your 
interpretation. 
ii) Put a quoted passage into your own words and explain it: the quote is 
meant to support your interpretation of the author. 
iii) Never begin or end a paragraph with a quote. 
 
C. Class participation: 10% 
1. Volunteering to read 
2. Answering questions 
3. Asking questions 
4. Making comments 
 
D. Extra-credit 
1. Attend an E/RS lecture and write a one-page paper: 
a) One paragraph (1/2 page) summarizing the lecture 
b) One paragraph (1/2 page) answering a prescribed question 
2. Schedule 
1. Rev. Joe Koterski, SJ (Fordham): September 10, 2014 
2. Prof. Lisa Fullam (Jesuit School of Theology, Berkeley): Sept. 23, 2014 
3. Prof. Kathleen Smythe (Xavier): October 1, 2014 
4. Rev. Jim Keenan, SJ (Boston College): October 16, 2014 
5. Rev. Kevin Burke, SJ (Jesuit School of Theology, Berkeley): Oct. 22 
6. Rev. David Meconi, SJ (St. Louis): November 12, 2014 
 
III. Schedule 
A. Introduction to Part I: 1 class 
1. Syllabus 
2. Plato on justice and divided line in the Republic 
B. Plato’s Symposium: 3 classes 
C. Aristotle: 4 classes 
D. Aquinas: 7 classes 
E. Midterm: 1 class 
F. Introduction to Part II 
1. Descartes: 1 class 
2. Hobbes: 2 classes 
G. Freud: 7 classes 
1. Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality: 3 classes 
2. The Ego and the Id: 2 classes 
3. The Future of an Illusion: 2 classes 
H. Foucault: 4 classes 
I. Total classes: 30 
 
 
 
 
